Dietary flavonoids and modulation of natural killer cells: implications in malignant and viral diseases.
Flavonoids are a large group of secondary plant metabolites present in the diet with numerous potentially health-beneficial biological activities. In addition to antioxidant, anti-inflammatory, cholesterol-lowering, and many other biological functions reported in the literature, flavonoids appear to inhibit cancer cell proliferation and stimulate immune function. Although the immunomodulatory potential of flavonoids has been intensively investigated, only little is known about their impact on natural killer (NK) cells. Enhancing NK cell activity, however, would have strong implications for a possible clinical use of flavonoids, especially in the treatment and prevention of diseases like cancer and viral infections. Therefore, the purpose of this review is to summarize the currently available information on NK cell modulation by flavonoids. Many of the structurally diverse flavonoids stimulate NK cell activity and have thus great potential as diet-derived immune-modulatory chemopreventive agents and may even serve as therapeutic compounds or lead structures for the development of novel drugs for the treatment of both malignant and viral diseases.